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Introduction

The Wild, Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971, as amended (16 U.S.C. sections 1331 through
40), requires the USDA Forest Service and the USDI Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to manage
wild horses in a manner to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple-use
relationship on public lands. To attain such a balance, wild free-roaming horses associated with the Heber
Wild Horse Territory on the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests should be managed to ensure significant
progress is made toward achieving the 2015 Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests Land Management Plan
(land management plan) standards and guidelines for upland vegetation and riparian plant communities,
watershed function, and habitat quality for animal populations, as well as other site-specific or landscape-
level objectives, including those necessary to protect and manage threatened, endangered, and sensitive
species.

The 2015 land management plan provides guidance for 12 management areas on the Apache-Sitgreaves
National Forests, including the Heber Wild Horse Territory. The record of decision for the land
management plan, signed in 2015, states the Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan will describe
the appropriate management guidance.

This document describes the process used to determine the proposed appropriate management level
{AML). Forest Service Manual 2260 states population levels are established by considering (a) number of
animals, (b) suitability of range, (c) range condition and trend, and (d) other associated resources and
resource use activities (USDA Forest Service 2003). The Southwestern Region Supplement (R3 2200-91-
1) reiterated that direction by stating range analysis guidelines will be used for determining condition,
trend, and capacity estimates in wild horse and burro territories; and these studies, together with other
resource and use studies, will serve as the basis for establishment of population levels {(USDA Forest
Service 1991).

The process detailed in the BLM Wild Horses and Burros Management Handbook H-4700-1, appendix 3
{USDI Bureau of Land Management 2010) meets the direction outlined in the Forest Service manual. The
National Academy of Sciences National Research Council committee was tasked with investigating how
the Bureau of Land Management personnel could use the best science available to improve management
of horses and burros on the range (Committee to Review the Bureau of Land Management Wild Horse
and Burro Management Program 2013). They found that how appropriate management levels are
established, monitored, and adjusted is not (1) transparent to stakeholders, (2) supported by scientific
information, and (3) amenable to adaptation with new information and environmental and social change.
They also determined that while the BLM Wild Horses and Burros Management Handbook provides
some degree of consistency in goals, allocation of forage, and general habitat considerations, it lacks the
specificity needed to fully establish and adjust appropriate management levels. Despite the flaws
identified, this analysis method is considered the best available science. Thus, this document was
prepared using the analysis method described in the Bureau of Land Management handbook (USDI
Bureau of Land Management 2010). We acknowledge the limitations identified and addressed the
concerns raised by the committee to the extent possible.

History of Horses in the Area

Although it has not been done on public ranges for decades, the practice of keeping free-ranging horses
(horses not restricted to a particular area) for potential use by a livestock association or an individual still
occurs in parts of the Southwest. This is true of the Fort Apache Indian Reservation that forms the
southern boundary of most of the Black Mesa Ranger District (figure 1).

Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests
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According to a letter from then District Ranger Klein (USDA Forest Service 1993a), until the boundary
was first fenced, horses moved freely back and forth between ownerships. Historically, as livestock
production on National Forest System lands became more regulated, free-ranging horses were steadily
removed either by herding them back across the boundary or by removing them to auction.

According to allotment inspection notes, filed correspondence, and general allotment notes (District 2210
files), from the 1980s to the 1990s, horses continued to move back and forth across the boundary fence
wherever the fence needed repair or gates were left open. It was common for the boundary fence to fall
into disrepair during winter months and require significant maintenance before cattle could be turned on
to the allotments the following spring (District 2210 files). The need for fence maintenance has been the
subject of at least one memorandum of understanding and other correspondence between the Apache-
Sitgreaves National Forests personnel and the White Mountain Apache Tribe (USDA Forest Service 2240
files).

Establishment of the Heber Wild Horse Territory

With passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971, as amended (the act), came a
mandate to establish territories for the use and protection of wild horses. Forest Service regulations define
wild free-roaming horses and burros as:

... all unbranded and unclaimed horses and burros and their progeny that have used lands of
the National Forest System on or after December 15, 1971, or do hereafier use these lands as
all or part of their habitat, but does not include any horse or burro introduced onto the
National Forest System on or after December 15, 1971, by accident, negligence, or willful
disregard of private ownership. Unbranded, claimed horses and burros for which the claim is
found to be erroneous, are also considered as wild and free-roaming if they meet the criteria
above [36 CFR section 222.60(b)(13}].

{n compliance with the act and its subsequent implementing regulations, a territory of approximately
19,700 acres was established in the Black Canyon area of the then Heber Ranger District. A letter from
the forest supervisor to the regional forester, dated 1974, indicated the territorial use of the area, as it was
known at the time of the passage of the act (USDA Forest Service 1974). That letter to the regional
forester, including the map delineating the territory, is included as appendix A. Developing and
implementing the components of a “territory plan” is required under the provisions of the act (see 36 CFR
section 222.61).

The letter to the regional forester (USDA Forest Service 1974) included the first recorded census (seven
horses), with notations that the stallion may have been sterile because no foals were seen for several
years. In 1976, five horses were reported and the number of horses ranged from five to eight until 1993
when the Heber district ranger reported to the forest supervisor that only two mares remained (USDA
Forest Service 1993a).

Ethnographic Study

To help augment the history of horses in the arca, an cthnographic study consisting of conducting and
synthesizing oral histories given by people with various associations with the territory was conducted
(Kline 2017). The final report of that study states

The history of the area horse herd(s) suggests that there are two periods of occupation. The
first period dates between the 1930s to c. 1990, followed by a second period that dates from c.
1990 to the present. The first period encompasses the originally designated herd of seven
horses, which more than likely descended from the turned-out Army remount horses or other
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turned-out horses in the 1930s and then dissipated by c. 1990. The current horse population
dating from c. 1990 appears to be a mixture of horses from the Fort Apache Reservation and
other unidentified horses with no substantiated link with the originally designated herd. As
such, this study concludes that there is no historical precedent for the current population
occupying the area. The history of the horse herds does not provide any conclusive, historical
basis for how to designate the horses for the future as the originally designated herd does not
appear to be extant, Therefore, it is the recommendation of the author that the Forest and
interested parties determine future direction and management of the Territory based on the
current condition and population of horses.” (Kline 2017)

Analysis Process

This analysis followed the multi-tiered analysis process described in the BLM Wild Horses and Burros
Management Handbook H-4700-1, appendix 3 (USD! Bureau of Land Management 2010) to determine
the appropriate management level of horses. The details of the analysis process are included in appendix
B of this document.

The multi-tiered analysis process includes these three tiers:

= Tier 1: Determine whether the four essential habitat components (water, forage, cover, and space)
are present in sufficient amounts to sustain healthy horse populations and healthy rangelands over
the long term.

» Tier 2: Determine the amount of sustainable forage available for horse use.

» Tier 3: Determine whether or not the projected horse herd size is sufficient to maintain genetically
diverse horse populations (avoid inbreeding depression).

This report deviates slightly from the Bureau of Land Management handbook when calculating the
amount of forage available. The National Academy of Sciences committee that reviewed the Handbook
noted difficulties in using animal unit equivalents when evaluating forage availability and that animal unit
equivalents for horses range from 1.0 to 1.5 (Committee to Review the Bureau of Land Management Wild
Horse and Burro Management Program 2013). In this document, the amount of forage available for horse
use is expressed as pounds of forage (as detailed in tier 2, one horse requires 9,490 pounds of forage per
year).

The Bureau of Land Management handbook describes using utilization monitoring and use-pattern
mapping for determining forage availability. However, for this particular territory, the district has three
years of forage production data available, as well as annual utilization data. A combination of both forage
production data and forage utilization data was used, resulting in a more accurate calculation of available
forage.

Location and Habitat

The Heber Wild Horse Territory (territory) is located in the Black Canyon area of the Black Mesa Ranger
District and consists of approximately 19,700 acres. The territory boundary was established and
delineated in 1974 following an inventory conducted by the former Heber Ranger District (USDA Forest
Service 1974) to address the mandates of the Act. The territory is about 2.5 to 3 miles wide by about 7
miles long, centered about 5 miles southwest of Heber, Arizona. The designated boundary runs roughly in
a notth-easterly direction from its southern boundary on National Forest System Road 300 to the northern
boundary, which is private land. The north/northeastern portion of the territory is bounded by the
community of Heber, with houses, roads, and fences. The west/northwest flank of the territory is bound
by the Highway 260 corridor fence.

Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests
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The southeast flank is an irregular boundary comprised of ridgelines, drainages, and section lines. The
Mogollen Rim with its steep canyons and ridges lies to the south of the territory. Figure 1 displays the
delineated territory, showing the proximity of the Fort Apache Indian Reservation, the town of Heber with
its associated infrastructure, and the bounding fences.
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Figure 1. Map of Heber Wild Horse Territery

Elevation ranges from about 6,700 feet at the northeast boundary to about 7,700 feet at Brookbank Point
at the southwest boundary. Vegetation ranges from transitional pinyon/juniper at the lower elevation to
mixed conifer on the higher northern aspects. The primary vegetation type is ponderosa pine (Pinus
ponderosa) that occurs in both dense and open stands.

in June 2002, the Rodeo-Chediski Fire (see figure 2) burned approximately 15,405 acres (78 percent) of
the territory. Of that total, 5,848 acres (38 percent) were moderately to severely burned resulting in
significantly altered vegetative conditions (see figure 3). These burned areas, that were predominantly
dense stands of trees, are now in a grass and brush vegetation stage with ponderosa pine, juniper
(Juniperus spp.), oak (Quercus spp.), aspen (Populus tremuloides) and mixed conifer regeneration
becoming reestablished. Geographic information system (GIS) vegetation structural stage modeling was
completed on representative stands within the territory to estimate what would occur as the trees in this
burned area regenerate (modeling data and results are available in the project record).
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The modeling predicts that under natural progression, the canopy cover on ponderosa pine sites that had a
moderate to high burn severity could increase from 25 percent in 2007, to 29 percent in 2027, and 42
percent by 2057, if there are no subsequent fires or other events that would remove the canopy cover. It is
estimated present forage production levels will decrease as the tree cover increases. This canopy closure
is primarily due to the regeneration and growth of trees and to a lesser degree increased brush, with the
most rapid response coming from juniper and oak.
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Figure 2. Rodeo-Chediski Fire perimeter
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Horse Population Estimates

To understand the recent history and current status of horses in the project area, reports to Congress
{USDI Bureau of Land Management and USDA Forest Service 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1995),
aerial survey data, and district files (USDA Forest Service 2200 files) were utilized. The aerial survey
data includes information obtained during Arizona Game and Fish Department wildlife surveys, as well as
information from three aerial surveys commissicned by the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests to
estimate the current horse population.

Population Estimates Reported to Congress

The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act required the Secretaries of the Departments of
Agriculture and Interior to submit periodic joint reports on their administration of the wild horse and
burro program. One of the components included in those reports was an estimate of the population of the
designated territories. To meet this reporting requirement, the local district submitted the wild horse
population estimates annually within the “Wild and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros on Public Lands
Report” (Report FS§-2200-E, USDA Forest Service 2270 files). This information was compiled at the
agency level and included in the joint report to Congress. The requirement for the periodic reports was
terminated effective May 15, 2000 (see section 3003 of Public Law 104-66). District files (USDA Forest
Service 2260, 2210) indicate from 1993 through 2000 wild horse numbers were reported as zero. It is not
known if this is because horses were not present or if inventories were not conducted. As displayed in
table 1, the last year any wild horses were reported in the Heber Wild Horse Territory was 1992,

Table 1. Population estimates for the Haber Wild Horse Territory, reported in the Administration of the Wild
Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act Report to Congress

Number of wild horses reported (population
Year reported to Congress Year estimates)
1980 1974 7
1976 5
1978 5
1980 B
1984 1982 5
1584 7
1988 1986 5
1988 5
1980 1890 5
1992 1992 5
1985 1994 o
1985 0

Source: USDI Bureau of Land Management and USDA Forest Service (1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1985),

Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests
7



Proposed Appropriate Management Level Determination for the Heber Wild Horse Termitory

Aerial Survey Data Obtained During Wildlife Surveys

The first post-Rodeo-Chediski-Fire horse survey data were recorded in the winter of 2005. That survey,
and most others since, involved part of Game Management Unit 3C and were flown by Arizena Game and
Fish personnel as part of their normal wildlife population surveys. Arizona Game and Fish Department
personnel normally conduct annual helicopter surveys for elk in September and deer in January (Arizona
Game and Fish Department 2007). The portion of Game Management Unit 3C involved in the surveys
can most easily be described as the Fort Apache Indian Reservation to the south, Highway 260 to the
north, the community of Linden to the east, and the Mogollon Rim to Highway 260 on the west. This
area involves most of the National Forest System lands burned by the Rodeo-Chediski Fire and
consequently the lands where horses have been sighted. The territory comprises about 12 percent of the
Arizona Game and Fish Department aerial survey area. Horses were counted along with wildlife and the
double count methodology was used for both to estimate the total populations (Arizona Game and Fish
Department 2007). The results of these surveys are shown in table 2 and table 3.

Table 2. Horses observed within the Heber Wild Horse Territory during wildlife surveys

Estimated Population Based on Double Count
Date of Survey Horses Obsarved Methodology
1/13-16/2005* See table footnote See tabla footnote
116-17/2006" See table footnote See table footnote
9/19-20/2006" See table footnote See table footnote
1/27-28/2007" See table footnote See table footnote
9/5-6/2007 o 0
12/20/2008 ] 0
9/1/2009 6 not analyzed
12/18/2009 0 o
8/31-9/1/2010 4] 0
12/17-18/2010 0 0
8/28-29/2011 0 o]
9/9/2012 0] 0
1211372012 o 0
9/8-9/2013 0 0
12/17-18/2013 0 0]

* During these surveys the Arizona Game and Fish Depariment did not nofe If the horses were in the territory.
Source: Arizona Game and Fish Department.
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Table 3. Horses observed outside the Heber Wild Horse Territory during wildlife surveys

Estimated Population Based on Double Count
Date of Survey Horses Observed Meathodology
1/13-16/2005 26 102
1/16-17/2006 33 128
9/19-20/2008 65 253
1/27-28/2007 a7 144
9/5-6/2007 40 156
12/20/2008 5 not analyzed
5/1/2009 5 not analyzed
12/18/2009 20 not analyzed
8/31-9/1/2010 50 not analyzed
12117-18/2010 19 not analyzed
8/28-29/2011 51 not analyzed
9/9/2012 27 not analyzed
121372012 33 not analyzed
9/8-9/2013 44 not analyzed
12M17-18/2013 61 not analyzed

Source: Arizona Game and Fish Department.

Aerial surveys prior to September 2007 did not indicate if horses observed were within the delineated
territory. Surveys conducted since September 2007 used GPS data to determine if observed horses were
within the territory.

Aerial Survey Data Obtained During Horse-Specific Surveys

At the request of the Black Mesa district ranger, a flight was commissioned by the Arizona Game and

Fish Department in November 2006 specifically to estimate the horse population within the territory
boundaries. The November 8, 2006 survey targeted the territory using one-half mile gridlines flying north
and south, and the total survey time was 1 hour 7 minutes, which covered 88 linear miles (Arizona Game
and Fish Department 2007). The flight pattern for the 2006 flight is not available. The survey results are
as follows.

* Horses observed within the Heber Wild Horse Territory =0
» Estimated population within the territory based on double count methodology = 0
« Horses observed outside the Heber Wild Horse Territory = 10

« Estimated population outside the territory based on double count methodology = 26

As stated earlier, the November 2006 flight targeted the territory. Double count methodology was used.
While no horses were observed within the territory, a total of 10 horses in 2 groups were observed within
a few miles of the west boundary of the territory. The first “group” was a single stud, and the second
group consisted of seven adults and two foals. A formula using observation rate, square miles of habitat
flown, total habitat area, and total habitat area surveys was used to estimate the population of 26 horses
within the area surveyed (Arizona Game and Fish Department 2007).

Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests
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Proposed Appropriate Management Level Determination for the Heber Wild Horse Teritory

The Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests commissioned flights in 2014, 2015 and 2017 specifically to
estimate the horse populations, but unlike the 2006 flight, they included a larger area across the Sitgreaves
National Forest extending the survey area east from Linden to Showlow. These latest surveys (2014,
2015, and 2017) were conducted using the same protocols and the data subjected to the same statistical
analysis, making the results directly comparable. The flight patterns were altered based on the
statistician’s analysis. The flights for the May 2014 survey were conducted on a grid that covered the
territory and included areas across the Sitgreaves National Forest where horses had recently been
observed (figure 4). GPS waypoints were collected during the flights to show the coverage. Six flights
occurred over 2 days (May 12 and 13). GPS waypoints were also collected for every horse observation.
The protocols, statistical analysis, and flight pattern were replicated in February 2015 and April 2017, as
displayed in figure 5 and figure 6. The results of these three surveys are displayed in table 4 and table 5.
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Figure 4, Flight pattern and survey coverage, 2014 survey
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Figure 5. Flight pattern and survey coverage, 2015 survey
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